DOG  GUIDES  AND  BLIND  CHILDREN 


A  JOINT  STATEMENT 


(NOTE:  No  experienced  group  can  claim  a  greater  concern  for  the  welfare 
of  blind  persons,  regardless  of  their  age,  than  the  originators  of  this  statement. 
It  has  been  prepared  after  careful  consideration  and  is  distributed  cooperatively 
to  agency  directors,  school  superintendents,  counselors  and  others  who  are  being 
called  upon  with  increasing  frequency  to  answer  questions  regarding  the  place¬ 
ment  of  dog  guides  with  blind  children,  particularly  those  under  16  years  of  age.) 


Dog  guides  are  not  recommended  for  blind  children.  We  recognize 
the  value  of  dogs  and  other  animals  as  pets  for  many  handicapped 
children  under  appropriate  conditions,  but  dog  guides  are  not 
pets.  They  are  working  animals  that  have  proved  a  valid  aid  to 
many  active  blind  citizens. 

The  overwhelming  majority  of  blind  children  under  16  are  not  yet 
mature  enough  to  assume  responsibility  for  a  dog  guide,  and  they 
lack  the  judgment  to  exercise  control  measures  on  which  a  reliable 
dog  guide  depends.  Without  these  mature  qualities,  blind  children 
endeavoring  to  use  dog  guides  subject  themselves  and  others  to 
undue  risk.  We  have  no  objection  to  well-intentioned  efforts  to 
acquaint  blind  children  with  dogs  or  other  animals.  We  would, 
however,  advise  parents  of  blind  children  to  examine  carefully  the 
prerequisites  for  safe  and  proper  use  of  dog  guides. 

It  would  indeed  be  unfortunate,  we  feel,  if  the  public  gained  the 
impression  that  blind  children  who  do  not  have  dog  guides  are, 
therefore,  groping  and  helpless,  with  few  if  any  opportunities  to 
prepare  for  responsible  citizenship.  Those  of  us  who  have  worked 


with  blind  children  in  school,  camp  and  elsewhere  know  how  inac¬ 
curate  such  an  impression  is.  At  age  16  or  older,  many  graduates 
of  our  residential  schools  and  other  young  blind  persons  have  gone 
on  to  obtain  dog  guides  to  help  them  attend  college  or  earn  their 
livelihood,  but  certainly  not  all  young  blind  people  are  qualified 
to  use  dog  guides.  Some  have  too  much  vision;  some,  other  handi¬ 
caps;  others  may  not  want  or  need  dog  guides. 

The  three  oldest  and  largest  dog  guide  schools  in  the  country  report 
that  altogether  they  have  placed  dogs  with  more  than  6,000  blind 
persons.  Approximately  five  percent  of  them  have  been  between 
ages  16  and  20.  They  also  report  that  a  handful  of  carefully  screened 
youths  of  15  and  still  fewer  of  14  years  have  received  dog  guides. 
But  their  total  experience  does  not  warrant  any  widespread  lower¬ 
ing  of  age  and  other  requirements  to  accommodate  more  children. 
They  believe  that  doing  so  would  be  a  disservice  both  to  blind 
children  and  to  those  blind  adults  who  have  proved  they  are  able 
to  use  a  dog  guide  effectively  in  our  complex  modern  world. 

Blind  people  with  well-trained  dogs  are  accepted  today  on  buses, 
trains,  planes;  in  hotels  and  restaurants;  on  college  campuses;  at 
places  of  employment  —  almost  everywhere  —  but  these  are  privi¬ 
leges  they  won  themselves  by  demonstrating  their  competence  and 
ability  to  control  their  dogs.  Skilled  counselors  will  know  when 
a  youngster  is  ready  to  assume  this  type  of  responsibility  and  no 
shortage  of  facilities  to  serve  those  who  qualify  is  anticipated. 

Great  effort  is  being  made  to  provide  more  basic  work  in  both 
residential  and  public  schools  to  promote  orientation  and  mobility 
readiness  for  blind  children.  They  need  and  are  receiving  oppor¬ 
tunities  to  learn  about  mobility  methods  open  to  them  and  what 
each  method  entails.  Thus  they  will  be  prepared  to  make  sound 
decisions,  each  for  himself,  when  the  time  comes.  This  is  true  with 
respect  not  only  to  decisions  affecting  mobility  but  other  phases 
of  their  growth  needs  as  well. 


To  live  effectively,  blind  children  need  to  acquire  many  other 
skills  before  they  are  ready  to  take  on  responsibility  for  care 
and  control  of  dog  guides.  Except  in  rare  instances,  training  with  a 
dog  guide  should  be  postponed  until  the  mid  to  late  teens.  Like 
learning  to  drive  a  car,  learning  to  use  a  dog  guide  should  be  a 
privilege  reserved  for  those  who  have  fully  demonstrated  their 
maturity  and  responsibility. 


The  above  statement  has  been  prepared  and  distributed  jointly 
by  the  following: 

Miss  Georgie  Lee  Abel 
Professor  of  Special  Education 
San  Francisco  State  College 
San  Francisco,  California 

Dr.  Robert  Barnett,  Exec.  Dir. 

The  American  Foundation  for  the  Blind 
New  York,  New  York 

Rev.  Thomas  Carroll,  Director 
Catholic  Guild  for  All  the  Blind 
Boston,  Massachusetts 

Miss  Kathern  F.  Gruber,  Consultant 
Services  for  Blind  Persons 
1248  Sunnyhills  Road 
Oakland,  California 

Benny  Larsen,  Exec.  Dir. 

Guide  Dogs  for  the  Blind,  Inc. 

San  Rafael,  California 

Dr.  Douglas  C.  MacFarland 
Chief,  Division  of  Services  to  the  Blind 
Dept,  of  Health,  Education  and  Welfare 
Washington,  D.  C. 


Harold  Pocklington,  Exec.  Dir. 

Leader  Dogs  for  the  Blind,  Inc. 
Rochester,  Michigan 

Louis  B.  Rives,  Jr. 

Office  for  Civil  Rights 

Dept,  of  Health,  Education  and  Welfare 

Washington,  D.  C. 

Dr.  Edward  Waterhouse,  Director 
Perkins  School  for  the  Blind 
Watertown,  Massachusetts 

George  Werntz,  Jr.,  Exec.  Vice  Pres. 

The  Seeing  Eye,  Inc. 

Morristown,  New  Jersey 

Russell  Williams,  Chief 
Blind  Rehabilitation  Section 
Veterans  Administration 
Washington,  D.  C. 

J.  M.  Woolly,  Superintendent 
Arkansas  School  for  the  Blind 
Little  Rock,  Arkansas 


Additional  copies  of  the  statement  may  be  obtained 
by  writing  any  member  of  the  cooperating  group. 
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